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Time to Retire
Providing for Retirement on a Danish Farm in 1863
by J. R. Christianson
Peder S0rensen and Ane Mette were ready to retire, but the year
was 1863, and the famous Danish welfare state was far in the future.
So what did they do? It was a problem faced by the families of
many Danish immigrants.
When he was young, Peder S0rensen had come to the village of
Lindeballe and bought a piece of land from the rich widow in Lindeballegaard. That was thirty-seven years ago. He and his first
wife, Maren Sofie, built their farm on that piece of land, and they
called it L0kkegaard. 1 They had no children.
When Maren Sofie died, Ane Mette came from Gadbjerg to
serve as Peder's housekeeper. A few years later, Peder and Ane
Mette were married. They had no children either.
Now Peder was seventy-four and Ane Mette fifty-seven. The
farm was going well. It had grown so large that they could no
longer work it by themselves. For several years, they had employed
two farmhands and a maidservant. 2
Their top hand, Thue Madsen, was a grandson of the rich
widow in Lindeballegaard. His father had died young, and his
mother had been forced to sell Lindeballegaard, which explained
why Thue was working as a farmhand. 3
Thue Madsen was thirty years old and unmarried in 1863.
Trouble was brewing in Schleswig-Holstein on the southern border
of Denmark, and if war broke out - as it actually did, just one year
later - Thue would be eligible for conscription into the army. However, if he were farming his own farm, that would change everything, because then he would have an exemption from military service. 4
Thue saw his chance. There had recently been a fire at L0kkegaard, destroying some of the buildings and lowering the value of
the farm. Thue was working as a farmhand, but he came from a
prosperous family and may still have had some money from his inheritance. Maybe he could put together a deal. Thue offered to buy
L0kkegaard from Peder and Ane Mette. Part of the package would
be a lifetime pension for both of them, and that would lower the
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purchase price even more, because the pension would diminish the
owner's income for as long as the pensioners lived. They negotiated, and an agreement was reached.
So off they rode to Vejle, the nearest town, where somebody
helped them to draw up the papers. In addition to the mortgage
and deed, they needed to draw up a written pension contract. That
was the way it was normally done. Peter was apparently illiterate he was unable to sign his own name to the papers - but he was not
stupid, and he had a very clear idea of what should go into the pension contract. It got to be a very lengthy document. Here is the full
contract in English translation:
Pension Contract (Aftcegtskontrakt) 5
Established between Thue Madsen of Lindeballe,
who provides [the pension], and Peder S0rensen
and wife, Ane Mette Nielsdatter, who enjoy [the
pension] in the lifetime of the last survivor.
1) Of the mortaged farm, which recently
burned, eight bays [of half-timbered construction]
remain, which house of eight bays will be completely furnished by the provider according to the
wishes of the pensioners and will be maintained
thereafter by the provider in good habitable condition, both exterior and interior, roof and wall. The
house shall namely be provided with windows,
doors, and, in six bays, ceiling and floor.
2) As a garden plot, the pensioners continue to
use the old farm garden, which the provider will
maintain with fertilizer and a good fence, and he
will cultivate it according to the instructions and
orders of the pensioners, including putting down
and digging up the produce. Seed plants will be
planted by the pensioners themselves.
3) Of fuel, the provider will deliver to the pensioners and place in their fuel shed, each year before the 1st of August, sixteen loads of solid peat
pieces, with 1000 pieces to each load. The peat shall
be dry and satisfactory in every respect, eight
inches long, five inches wide, and two inches thick.
4) In an appropriate place in the home fields of
the farm, the pensioners each year shall have an
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appropriate piece of well-fertilized land in which to
plant half a bushel of potatoes. The potatoes will be
planted and dug up by the provider in the proper
way, and the patch will be maintained and cultivated by him, but all of the potatoes will be delivered to the pensioners.
5) Of goods in kind, the provider delivers each
year to the pensioners in their residence fifteen and
one-half bushels of rye, eleven and one-half bushels
of barley, 280 pounds of pork, and 175 pounds of
rye straw, half of the amount delivered on each 1st
of November and half on each 1st of May for the
coming half-year. In addition shall be delivered
four bushels of buckwheat, and if it is not raised on
the farm, then four bushels of whole barley groats,
one bushel delivered each quarter-year, beginning
on the 1st of January and continuing thereafter. At
the same time and in the same way shall be delivered twenty-six pounds of butter. Each 1st of November and yearly thereafter is delivered eighteen
pounds of flax and thirty-five pounds of dry, sweet
cheese, and finally, each year at the same time, together with the grain wares, thirty rigsdaler in cash
is provided, and yearly on the 1st of October hereafter, fifteen and one-half bushels of medium-sized
eating potatoes are delivered. At the same time and
in the same manner as the barley groats and butter
is delivered yearly 200 fresh chicken eggs. The
spending money is paid, of course, each half-year in
advance. All the goods in kind shall be clean,
healthy, and good wares, certifiable as such by impartial witnesses.
6) The pensioners have the right to milk one of
the farm's cows daily in rotation, two or three times
a day according to the time of year and normal
practice, such that they begin at one end of the stall
and continue through all the milking cows of the
farm, then back to the first one again, but if any cow
gives less than one quart of milk a day, or if none of
the farm's cows give that much, then the owner of
the farm delivers to the pensioners daily each mom-
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ing at the usual milking time one quart of fresh and
undiluted cow's milk until such time as one of the
farm's cows can again give that much milk daily.
But it is decided that if one cow does not produce
that quantity but another does, the pensioners go
past the cow that does not produce enough.
7) Out of the farm's flock of sheep, the pensioners take any three sheep they desire, which sheep
are fed, grazed, and herded by the provider, together with his own and in a good and proper
manner, and in the same manner, the provider
herds and grazes the lambs of these sheep during
the summer until slaughtering time. The milk,
wool, and brood of these sheep belong to the pensioners, and the provider shall constantly maintain
the sheep and lambs with tether and rope. Thus
there must only be three sheep for winter maintenance. Should any of the sheep die or perish
through no fault of the pensioners, the provider
shall immediately provide other good sheep instead, but this does not apply to lambs unless they
have been conferred and stand in for sheep.
8) As long as the male pensioner lives, he shall
have use of and income from a piece of land that
reaches from Gj0dsb0l Churchway and half as far to
the north as Erik Thuesen's woodlot goes, and in
the full breadth of the woodlot. In these woods, the
pensioner may cut in a manner that does not incur
any public harm, and the provider is obligated to
haul home upon demand ten normal-sized loads of
wood from the woods to the pensioner's dwelling.
The pensioner has full authority over the trees of
the woods.
9) The pensioners have full access to and use of
the farm well at all times by means of equipment
which the provider shall always maintain in good
order.
10) The grain of the pensioners shall be taken to
the mill upon demand and milled according to their
instructions, and brought home again when it is
ready.
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11) When the provider drives to Vejle, he shall
inform the pensioners on the previous evening and
take them along if they so desire, and wait for them
there up to six hours, and then convey them back.
Likewise, the provider shall take the pensioners to
Give Market and back each summer, and each autumn to Kollemorten Market and back, and wait
eight hours for them at the market, and once a year,
after notification the evening before, convey them to
their family and back, but not use more than two
full days to do so. For all of these trips, they are
provided with good conveyance and a good driver,
and the provider shall take along whatever the pensioners want, so long as it is not more than a usual
load. They shall be driven in a responsible manner.
12) Whenever and as often as the pensioners
demand it, or it is seen to be desirable by them or
those around them, the provider shall immediately
summon a pastor, doctor, or physician for them, all
with good conveyance, but the expense of the doctor or physician is paid by the pensioners themselves. In the case of old age or illness of the pensioners, the provider shall provide baking, brewing,
washing, repairs, and other tasks for them in a
proper manner, at the right time, and according to
their wishes, and in all things assist, wait upon, and
care for them in the best manner.
13) The pensioners may have whomever they
like staying with them as guests, as long as the
amount of the pension is not increased thereby.
They may not keep poultry. The burial and legacy
of the pensioners is no concern of the provider.
14) If the male pensioner dies first, half of the
payments in kind will end, and payments in cash
after the fifth payment, as well as one sheep and the
whole woodlot, but in that case, the widow shall receive yearly two normal loads of dry beech firewood, which the provider saws, cuts, and piles in
her fuel house. The wood shall include at least one
and one-half cords. On the other hand, if the male
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pensioner is the sole survivor, the full pension will
be paid until his death.
15) The pensioners have a right to leave the
· dwelling on the farm, if they so desire, and take
residence elsewhere. In such a case, the pension no
longer includes the house, fuel, grain and potato
patch, milk, sheep maintenance, use of the woodlot
and well, conveyance, pastoral and medical care,
and service, in place of which the provider pays to
the pensioners at their residence a sum of sixty
rigsdaler, which is paid in two annual payments, together with their provisions of grain. From this
sixty rigsdaler, ten rigsdaler will be subtracted if the
man dies first, but not if the woman dies first. In
case they move, the pensioners take their furniture
and the like, and their sheep and lambs, as well as
one of the farm's cows of their own choice, and if
there are no good milk cows, the provider shall
immediately furnish one. - The other parts of the
pension will continue to be delivered to the pensioners at their dwelling place, provided it is not
more than [ten English miles] from the farm. If the
pensioners want to move back, they may do so
upon six months' notice, but they must bring along
one good cow and three good sheep, and the contract will then apply in full once again. If the pensioners die in their dwelling on the farm, the provider gets their sheep and lambs. Moving out and
back again may only occur one time, and the survivor also has the right to move out one more time,
but the last time, there is no right to move back. If
they die during residence away from the farm, their
cow and sheep to not concern the provider and do
not go to him.
16) Until the pensioners assume their pension,
which shall occur on the 1st of May next year, they
live in common with the provider and receive everything required for a comfortable life with no exception, thus namely board, lodging, wash, repairs,
light, warmth, care, clothing, medical and pastoral
care, medicine, and so on, in short, nothing ex-
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cepted, and they shall during that and any other
time constantly be treated by the provider and others with goodness and love, in a manner defensible
before God and man.
17) I, Thue Madsen, do pledge herewith that I
and those coming after me will fulfill all of the
above precisely, and I herewith announce as security thereto the right of a first priority mortgage in
the farm belonging to me in Lindeballe according to
the deed of (date), including all buildings now
standing and to be erected hereafter, the insured
value, and all appertaining property under matriculation number thirteen in Lindeballe and ten in
N0rskov, [assessed valuation] with tithes, seed, and
harvest, though it is noted that no older claim for
royal tithes is read, and a parcel of woodland is
rented out.
18) In the case of a lawsuit, I agree to a speedy
trial according to the royal ordinance of 25 January
1828 and will be obligated to meet before the Vejle
court of arbitration and N0rvang-T0rrild Hundred
Court upon notification the evening before, given at
the mortgaged farm, without respect to situation of
current location.
The value of the pension is determined to be the
following ... in all 840 rigsdaler, 3 marks, 12 shillings,
but without regard to this, the pension is paid in
kind. The cost of registering this contract at the
hundred court is shared by the parties. - Written
in Vejle the 20th July 1863.
In witness thereto
Hans Jensen Poulsen Scheth Thue Madsen
Peder S0rensen (with guided pen)
The Danish word for a pension of this sort is aftcegt, from the
verb aftage, "to take away." The aftcegt is "taken away" from the
income of the farm. Use of aftcegt contracts went back to the days
when most Danish farmers were tenants, either of the crown, public
institutions, or large private estate-owners.
In those days, tenants customarily paid an annual rent to their
landlord. The sum was frequently quite nominal and the amount
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rather strictly regulated by law. In order to recoup a reasonable
income from their property, landlords hit upon the idea of charging
an "entry fee" (indfestning), payable by a new tenant when he or she
took over the farm. Entry fees were not regulated. As the demand
for farms grew, they tended to rise. In times and places of high demand, this made it hard for many young farmers to take over a farm
because they lacked the capital to pay the entry fee on top of all the
other expenses of going into farming.
Some farming families found a solution. The retiring tenant
couple agreed to pay part or all of the entry fee and tum over their
farm to the new tenant, who was frequently a son or son-in-law. In
return, they demanded room and board on the farm for the rest of
their lives. 6 In this way, the idea of a pension contract came into
existence.
The motives for entering into such a contractual relationship
could vary. Sometimes, a farming couple wanted to assure that
their daughter married a good, reliable husband, so they offered to
tum over the farm to the young man of their choice in return for a
pension, once he had married the daughter. In other cases, they
wanted to keep a son at home and agreed to retire with a pension
agreement and tum the farm over to him in order to persuade him
to stay.
However, many Danish farming couples were reluctant to give
up their authority over the household. This sometimes resulted in
retirement contracts that bound the future tenant to serve them as a
farmhand until they were good and ready to tum over the farm.7 A
contract like that could provide cheap labor for years to come and
perpetuate the ability of the aging couple to remain in control.
Sometimes, retirement contracts included the obligation to provide for children who were physically or mentally handicapped, or
raise and educate the children of a tenant widow, or provide for
other relatives. 8 Frequently, the contracts also included an obligation for the pensioners to continue to work for as long as they were
able, helping the new farming couple in various ways and providing for their own livelihood out of the resources available on the
farm. 9
Despite regular admonitions to treat pensioners with loving
care, there were lots of opportunities for misunderstanding and friction. No wonder the landlord's bailiff sometimes had to intervene
to mediate disputes within the households of pensioners.

81

One study of eighteenth century pension contracts showed that
they were much more common in Jutland than they were on the
island of Funen, where couples liked to keep farming until they
died. One result was that a larger percentage of retirement contracts on Funen were with non-family members, because many
young Funen farmers were willing to take over any place they could
find on an interim basis while they were waiting for their home
farm to become available. 10
Rural crofters (husm.End) had fewer resources than farmers, but
they sometimes wrote contracts to provide a retiring couple with
room, board, fuel, and a decent burial, especially when the retired
crofters were parents of the new ones. 11 Village craftsmen like
blacksmiths, cabinetmakers, and weavers commonly passed their
house and trade to a new generation in return for a pension that
included the provision that they continue to assist and advise in the
work.
There were various ways of arranging farm pensions. Some
retiring couples retained a share of the farm's production and use of
certain buildings, turning over the labor of cultivation to the new
tenant. This form of "share-cropping" could be quite lucrative for
the retirees and burdensome for the tenant. Others continued to live
in the household of their successors, particularly when they were
related, eating their meals with the family, sharing in household
work, and having the use of a specified room or bedstead. Sometimes, pensioners retained part of the farm's cropland, which they
fertilized, sowed, and harvested themselves, while the new tenant
did the field work that required horsepower.12
The fourth alternative was that chosen by Peder and Ane Mette,
which was to receive specified rights of usage and assistance, and
goods in cash and in kind, to provide independent living on the
farm for the pensioners. This alternative assumed an active lifestyle
on the part of the pensioners, milking their cow, tending and shearing their own sheep, butchering their lambs, felling and cutting their
wood, spinning and weaving their linen and wool, preparing their
meals, and all the rest. The pension simply provided the raw materials for all of this activity. It was a good arrangement for all parties.
The pension of Peder and Ane Mette provided them with a very
comfortable living in retirement. Eighteenth century pension contracts generally provided only half as much grain as they received,
except that one cow and four sheep were the norm in those earlier
days. Pensioners often had to help dig and dry their own peat fuel.
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They seldom received payments in cash, and the provisions that
Peder and Ane Mette required for transportation to markets, town,
and elsewhere were quite unusual. 13
Peder and Ane Mette also got a comfortable dwelling, described
as "eight bays." This meant that it was a half-timbered house with
nine upright posts supporting the half-timbering along the facade
and dividing it into eight sections or_"bays." Living quarters were
in the six bays with wooden flooring and a ceiling, and the other
two bays comprised a workroom, with a clay or cobblestone floor
and open ceiling, for washing, baking, brewing, and the like.
Peder and Ane Mette had no children and did not need to
worry about leaving a legacy, so they could enjoy the fruits of their
labor in their old age. Thue knew that L0kkegaard was a good
farm, and he was willing to assume all the obligations that the pension contract laid upon him because this reduced the purchase price
and helped to make the farm affordable to him. After all, he was
buying the farm, not merely taking over as a lifetime tenant, as so
many of those eighteenth century farmers had done. Thue would
own L0kkegaard and could pass it on to his heirs, as he eventually
did - in fact, his descendants have owned L0kkegaard ever since.
In effect, all the goods and services he promised to provide to Peder
and Ane Mette for their lifetimes were part of the purchase price of
the farm, and acquiring ownership of the farm was a long-term
strategy for Thue's own lifetime and future generations of his family.
During the age of immigration, many a Danish couple - including my own ancestors and possibly yours as well - sat in their retirement dwelling with strangers in the main house, writing letters
to their children in Copenhagen or in distant America. Perhaps the
sale of the farm helped to provide the capital to emigrate.
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Gustav Martens, Historien om et landsbysogn i Danmark: Lindeballe
sogns historie (Lindeballe, Denmark: Forlaget Ingus, 1989), 57. The
deed for the purchase of the farm was dated 25 February 1826, see
Egon Vestergaard, Lindeballe sogn: Skeder - folketcellingslister for alle
A-garde (Lindeballe, Denmark: Lindeballe og Ast Borgerforeninger
and Forlaget Ingus, 1989), 72. The census of 1845 indicated that
Peder S0rensen was a widower, age fifty-five, and born in the
nearby parish of Egtved; the censuses of 1850, 1855, and 1860 indicate that Ane Mette Hansdatter was born 1806 in Gadbjerg parish,
see Vestergaard 1989, 73-74.
2 For example, in 1855 and 1860, see Vestergaard 1989, 73-74.
3 Thue Madsen's father, Mads Thuesen, died in 1842, and his mother
sold Lindeballegaard in 1845, see Vestergaard 1989, 16. By 1845,
Lindeballegaard had been reduced in size from 287 to 130 tender
land (L0kkegaard as late as 1904 was 85 tender land, see Vestergaard
1989, 72).
4 Martens 1989, 178.
5 Printed in Martens 1989, 173-77. Translated by J. R. Christianson.
6 Fridlev Skrubbeltrang, Det danske landbosamfund 1500-1800 (Copenhagen: Den danske historiske forening, 1978), 201-09, discusses
tenant farmers' pensions in the eighteenth century.
7 Skrubbeltrang 1978, 201-02.
8 Skrubbeltrang 1978, 203-04.
9 Skrubbeltrang 1978, 203.
10 Skrubbeltrang 1978, 204-05.
11 Skrubbeltrang 1978, 209.
12 Skrubbeltrang 1978, 205-06.
13 Skrubbeltrang 1978, 205-08.
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